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attempting to be independent) promotes self-esteem.  Roberts (2002) 
provides many pointers to raising children’s self-esteem, especially in 
situations where they are often frustrated at being unable to achieve tasks 
they set themselves.  These mainly involve the child’s familiar adults in being 
able to ‘decentre’ (take the child’s point of view) and create a climate in which 
they can succeed or at least express their frustrations and be understood.  
Children with warm, affectionate relationships with their parents are more 
likely to have high self-esteem, according to Mortimer  (2001), who adds that 
they are also more likely to be positive about others, to be better socially 
adjusted and to achieve academically.  Clearly such findings have 
implications for children with emotional, social and behavioural difficulties, 
who will often demonstrate low self- esteem (Wall 2003).          
 
At around 18 to 24 months of age, young children begin to be able to 
recognise themselves in mirrors and it is also around this time that they begin 
to assert their own wishes (see also chapter 5).  Prior to this, at about 12 
months of age, they will also have begun to point to things and to be able to 
follow someone else’s gaze when they are pointing.  This pointing activity 
also involves referencing by looking back at the person’s face to check if they 
are looking at the same object and this tells us that the young child has some 
understanding about other people’s viewpoints (Gopnik et al 1999).  Even 
very young babies (less than six months old) have been recorded using social 
referencing strategies, searching their parents’ faces for reassurance when 
something surprising and strange happens (Channel 4 Childhood 1992 – 
Konner 1991; for further information on social referencing see for example 
Moses et al 2001; Striano and Rochat 1999).   
 
However, as Gopnik et al (1999) point out, one of the main tasks of very early 
childhood lies in understanding the difference between their own minds and 
those of others and because parents and carers will often try to minimise this 
difference, ‘scaffolding’ children’s early learning and looking for commonality, 
it is in interactions with other children, often older siblings (brothers and 
sisters), that such understandings about self and others develop.  In fact, 
Selwyn (2000) points out that families where the arrival of a new baby (or 
babies) goes most smoothly appear to be those in which an older sibling still 
aged under three is included when the needs of the baby are discussed and 
when the parents help their older children understand feelings and needs of 
others by explaining the new baby’s needs.  Once children talk they also 
show their understanding of other minds (Dunn 1999).  For example, children 
under three have been observed using speech in quite different ways when 
speaking to younger children or babies, and to adults (Karmiloff-Smith 1994).  
But it seems that it is in the earlier years that the foundations of empathy and 
mindreading are laid, as Selwyn indicates, ‘children under two seem to be 
especially sensitive to how people are talking and families where feelings and 
needs are recognised are more likely to promote pro-social behaviour’ 
(Selwyn 2000: 38).   
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Later interactions between siblings are also important.  Siblings may behave 
differently to one another in families and societies with different cultural 
traditions and the challenge may happen in different ways, but many parents 
and practitioners will have witnessed a four-year-olds’ superior and withering 
demonstrations of know-how to an ‘ignorant’ two-year-old.  However, such 
encounters can actually help the two-year-old recognise that other minds are 
different from their own.  Interestingly, this finding does not accord with 
Vygotskian theory of scaffolding, since the older child is not making 
allowances and providing support for the younger child’s learning.  However, 
it does accord with Bronfenbrenner’s view that each child needs ‘a zany 
uncle’ (a person who behaves in unexpected and therefore humorous ways, 
thus challenging thinking).  This realisation of ‘other minds’ – called 
‘mindreading’ by Judy Dunn (1999) is part of the growing understanding of 
being an individual.  Using others’ facial expressions as indicators of what is 
going on in their minds is part of this key task of mindreading.  But recognition 
of other minds is extremely difficult for children with autism and children with 
language comprehension difficulties will struggle to interpret literal meanings, 
let alone extend development to consider another’s point of view.  Pollack et 
al (2000) found that recognition of emotion in faces varied among children 
who had been abused, with neglected children finding particular difficulty in 
differentiating between facial expressions of emotion.  So children’s 
interpretations of emotional states and what is in the minds of others can be 
impaired for a number of reasons.   
   
A further expression of this new found identity around this time is the ability to 
use one’s own name.  Additionally most children will begin to use ‘I’. ‘me’ and 
‘mine’ during their second year.    Between two and three years of age they 
will also begin to develop a gender identity and to show awareness of any 
effects of racism in their society.  Siraj-Blatchford (2001) points out that there 
is only an emerging literature on racial identity, culture and agency and even 
that relates mainly to older children than we are considering here.  This 
analysis is supported by Goin (1998).   
 
Siraj-Blatchford argues that the best approach for ECEC staff is to work with 
all children, making them aware they all have an ethnic/racial, gendered, 
cultural, diverse and linguistic identity, because they would then be better 
equipped to accept that others are the same. Working in this way is intended 
to break down stereotypes.  Siraj-Blatchford goes on to discuss strategies for 
dealing with racism or sexism and she states: 

‘A positive self-concept is necessary for healthy development and 
learning and includes feelings about gender, race, ability, culture and 
language.  Positive self-esteem depends on whether children feel 
others accept them and see them as competent and worthwhile.’ Siraj-
Blatchford (2001: 104).   
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Some early research suggested that the fact that young black children choose 
white dolls indicates low self-esteem induced by racism.  However, there is 
now disagreement in the USA as to whether experiments in which African-
American preschool children chose white dolls rather than black, when given 
the choice.  Some have argued they were indicating negative self-images 
(Katz 1996), others that they were simply reflecting their recognition for the 
more valued stimuli, rather than exhibiting lower levels of self-esteem than 
whites (Powell 1985; Spencer 1985).               
 
Again, it is around the time babies become more mobile, being able to stand 
and to walk, that they start to socialise more with other people, making 
rudimentary forays into interactions with their peers.  In a recent study, Belsky 
et al (2001) measured attentional persistence and negative emotionality when 
children were 15 months old and then when the children were three.  The 
researchers measured problem behaviour, social competence and ‘school (ie 
nursery group) readiness’.  They found that children whose attentional 
persistence was low, (they were not able to concentrate for reasonable 
periods of time for the age group), and who showed high levels of negative 
emotions when younger also had low levels of social competence.  However, 
having reasonable levels of concentration mediated the effects of negative 
emotionality and such children were better able to integrate with their peers. 
 
It is generally during the second year that young children begin feigning 
crying (showing they are aware of its effect), are more likely to make caring 
gestures when someone else is upset or hurt, and are beginning to take part 
in pretend play with other children or adults.  Being able to agree on what is 
happening in fantasy play, even for a short bout, shows the ability to take 
account of a play partner’s thoughts.  It is also possible that collaborating to 
develop a pretend narrative fosters the growth of such abilities (Dunn 1999).  
Subsequently, according to Bartsch and Wellman (1995), between two and 
three years old, children will often use the words ‘pretend’, ‘want’ and ‘feel’.  
Importantly however, both Karmiloff-Smith (1994) and Perner (1999) suggest 
it is rare for them to use the word ‘think’ before they are three.   
 
Such an observation may indicate to us the power of a child’s emotional life at 
this stage.  Linked to this, it is interesting that studies of children’s narratives, 
said to begin to proliferate between the ages of two and three, are at their 
most sophisticated when concerned with emotional events, especially when 
the events at the centre of their narratives involved negative occurrences 
(Bruner 1990; Feldman 1992).  In these cases their stories were sequentially 
and causally accurate and usually told of fear, distress and anger (see Dunn 
1999).  Both Bruner and Feldman have argued that we use narratives to 
explain the actions of others and ourselves, and that, within any given culture, 
narratives are used to generate a person’s sense of self.  The importance of 
narratives, the way each of us makes sense of our lives, is also stressed by 
Siegel (1999).  Even at this young age children love listening to narratives 
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about themselves as babies and from these they begin to construct their own 
life narratives.  So telling children stories about events and achievements in 
their own earlier lives contributes to their sense of self and sense of efficacy.                
 
Chen and McCollum (2000) explored the perceptions of 13 Taiwanese 
mothers of 12 month old children on the benefits of parent-infant interaction in 
relation to the development of social competence and found that these were 
congruent with the traditional cultural ideas about interdependence.  Tronick 
et al’s (1992) research demonstrated that infants and toddlers adopt the 
patterns of the cultures in which they are brought up and that for some this 
means that the sense of self is derived from multiple relationships.  Harris 
(1989) explains how different cultures build on what may be, usually, a 
universal, innate ability to recognise negative and positive emotional states 
but this can be impaired for different reasons.  As stated above, the ability to 
‘mindread’, for example, does not extend to autistic children and their 
difficulties in forming relationships and restricted imaginative play may relate 
to this inability (Harris 1989; Hobson 1993; Trevarthen et al 1998).  Hobson 
stresses the way in which being able to engage in symbolic play means being 
able to appreciate how to convey attitudes, thoughts and knowingly confer 
novel (imagined) identities onto familiar objects.  Thus the sense of self as 
agent of interactions and ideas is strengthened, but when these abilities are 
impaired, the sense of self too may be affected.   
 
What must also be acknowledged is that understanding about self and others 
is dependent upon social and emotional interactions in which cognitive 
processes come into play.  It is the holistic nature of this interweaving of all 
aspects of development and learning, which is now recognised.  As Dunn 
(1999) states, cognitive and socio-emotional developments were studied as 
separate domains until relatively recently.  Attempts at mapping children’s 
discovery of the mind did not include investigations of the role of social 
experience in influencing such developments and there was little attention to 
individual differences in mindreading, or how these might be influenced by 
social relations.          

 
In fact, it has been shown (Parkes et al 1996) that there are links between 
emotional development and cognition indicating that securely attached 
children show greater ability in metacognition (the ability to reflect on and 
piece together ideas about one’s own learning).  Researchers argue that 
mothers of children who have been securely attached in their infancy were 
more likely to have treated their babies as individuals with minds and that as 
a result, by the age of four or five years old these children are better at 
‘mindreading’.  However, Dunn’s earlier work (Dunn1987), showed that 
mothers of 18 month old girls are more likely than mothers of boys the same 
age to discuss other people’s feelings with them, so there may be a gender 
difference in mindreading too.        
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Developing self assurance 
Murray and Andrews (2000) suggest that children who have felt secure in 
their relationships are likely to develop self-confidence and assurance, and as 
a result they will be better equipped to cope when faced with difficulties.  
 
Summing up the key points relating to children’s development of self-
assurance, confidence and independence, the Framework pack concludes:-  
• Young babies enjoy the company of others, but also need to feel safe and 

loved when they are not the centre of adult attention. 
• To develop independence babies need to feel safe and secure within 

healthy relationships with key people. 
• Young children need support in order to explore what they can do on their 

own. 
• To appreciate what they can do independently children need supportive 

relationships, through which they develop self-confidence, a belief in 
themselves and healthy self-esteem. 

(Birth to Three Matters: Development Matters - Developing Self-Assurance) 
 
Babies who will become self-assured children and adults tend also to become 
resilient (see chapter 1).  They will be the children and adults who have 
factors in their lives enabling them to cope with any adverse circumstances 
which may beset them.  The research reported in the section on resilience in 
chapter 1 indicates that the main factors enabling such self-assurance to 
develop relate to being valued by and having secure attachments to at least 
one significant person.  Both parents and practitioners can contribute to 
developing a child’s self-assurance.  As Athey (1990:207) suggests, ‘The time 
is right for parents, grandparents and professionals to work together in order 
to increase the quality of mind in young children.’   
 
We should be concerned that some children do not become self assured, nor 
acquire social confidence and competence.  Later in life it tends to be these 
children who are rated by their teachers and by their peers as troublesome 
and disruptive.  They seek attention and emotional support in socially 
unacceptable ways and are unable to settle down calmly to learning in school.  
Their teenage and early adult lives are said to be punctuated by problems 
such as drug and alcohol abuse, accidents, violence, adolescent pregnancy, 
psychiatric disorders, family disruption and environmental risks.   
 
By reviewing a number of studies, Clarke and Clarke (2000) claim that the 
basis of their difficulties often lies in their irritability (which the Clarkes link to 
temperament and their often chaotic lives at home), poor cognitive skills, and 
in their lack of emotional security or strong affectional ties to anyone.  The 
High/Scope early childhood education programme claims to prevent 
numerous anti-social behaviours in later life (Berrueta-Clement et al 1984).  
Two of the key aspects of the High/Scope programme are the fact that 
parents are involved as well as the preschoolers themselves, and that the 



 68 

programme aims to promote the children’s (and the parents’) sense of 
agency.   One aspect of a sense of agency is the ability to regulate oneself – 
managing one’s emotions (this does not mean repressing them – see 
Goleman 1996), gaining control of one’s actions and having strategies for 
coping with heightened arousal.   
 
Self-regulation was the main focus of a study by Kochanska et al (2001).  
They assessed 108 children at 14, 22, 33 and 45 months of age in ‘do’ (keep 
doing a boring/ unpleasant task) and ‘don’t’ (don’t do something enjoyable) 
tasks to find out how compliant the children were.  They found that girls were 
generally more compliant than boys and when children showed eagerness to 
comply with their mothers’ requests (committed compliance) this was found to 
relate to their internalisation of maternal rules.   
 
Akande’s research (1992) provides ideas for helping parents to promote 
children’s views of themselves as valuable, responsible and capable of 
learning.  In research on mothers’ approaches to controlling young children’s 
social interaction and expressions of autonomy, Donovan et al (2000) found 
that mothers who adopted either high power-assertion strategies, using 
negative control, and those who had earlier demonstrated low rates of 
intervention in children’s crying, had young children whose behaviour would 
be more likely to escalate into defiance, compared with those who adopted 
more moderate approaches to both infant crying and toddler compliance.  
Boukydis and Lester (1998) also explored parental responses to their babies’ 
crying when 40 weeks old (both full-term and pre-term babies were included).  
They found that practitioners need to know how to interpret different risk 
status in certain babies and how to help families respond appropriately.           
 
As Hutchins and Sims (1999) point out, children develop self awareness and 
social awareness in conjunction with a sense of their own agency.  When they 
have parents and practitioners who allow them to assert some power and 
control over their own lives they learn to be self-regulating and autonomous.  

 
A Sense of Belonging      
The Framework Birth to Three Matters: A Sense of Belonging cites the New 
Zealand Ministry of Education (1996: 54), who argue that 

‘The feeling of belonging … contributes to inner well-being, security 
and identity.  Children need to know that they are accepted for who 
they are.  They should know that what they do can make a difference 
and that they can explore and try out new activities.’ 

 
Here the literature review examines some of the research on very young 
children’s relationships in their families and in ECEC settings, in order to 
attempt to tease out the key ingredients which assist the development of a 
sense of belonging.     
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Belonging in one’s family 
Clearly families at the start of the new millennium are very different from the 
families of twenty to thirty years ago, but as Jagger and Wright (1999: 3) point 
out, ‘the family is neither a pan-human universal nor a stable or essential 
entity… Families and family relations are, like the term itself, flexible, fluid and 
contingent.’  Throughout this review one of the main messages from the 
research appears to be that babies and very young children have a 
fundamental need to be with familiar, loving adults and older children.  
Therefore, at a time when families are fragmented and isolated for many 
different reasons, we need to explore ways of ensuring that all babies and 
young children feel part of a family, however that is constituted.   
 
Some research on young children focuses on particular types of families and 
may, in so doing, limit its relevance.  However, findings may still ‘make sense’ 
if parents and practitioners find they can identify with what appear to be 
authentic and useful contributions to knowledge.  For example, Boyd Webb’s 
(1984) research studied 24 children aged under four, each of whom lived with 
their mother and father.  These children had experienced multiple carer 
relationships and Boyd Webb wanted to tease out what aspects of the 
relationships helped the children to be socially competent, confident and self-
assured.  Three common strands in the children’s home experiences stood 
out.  They were the parents’ use of ‘bugging and nudging’ (for example, 
asking a child to demonstrate achievements – ‘Go on, show Grandad how 
you dance to Bob the Builder’s music’); the use of pet names – perhaps these 
are an indicator of ‘snuggling in’ and of intimacy; and thirdly, respect for rituals 
devised by the child (for example, s/he always likes Big Ted/ an old sock, etc 
in bed; we always look out of the window at the sky and sing a special song 
before s/he goes to bed).     
 
So although, like Boyd Webb’s research, many projects may have been 
carried out in families with two heterosexual parents, it is still possible in some 
cases to reflect on the findings by viewing evidence about the adult roles as 
indicative of ‘mothering’/ ‘fathering’ / ‘parenting’ rather than as specific.  It is 
still important however, to recognise that mothers and fathers may behave 
differently because they live in a gendered society.    
 
Children’s relationships with their fathers were the focus of a number of 
studies.  Examining the factors that influence the father-baby relationship 
during the first two months of life, Anderson (1996) discovered the powerful 
role of the baby’s mother in either including or excluding the father’s 
involvement in infant care.  Fathers’ attitudes and the amount of time they are 
actually able to spend with their babies are also key ingredients in the extent 
to which they are able to form attachments (Cox and Margand 1992).  In 
another study by Belsky (1996), he set up a Strange Situation with father and 
son participants.  He found that the fathers of infants who were securely 
attached to them had particular characteristics in common.  According to 
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Belsky they tended to be more extrovert, agreeable, have happier marriages 
and more positive emotional work-home contexts than fathers of insecurely 
attached babies.   
 
A meta-analysis of available studies by Fox et al (1991) indicates that 
attachment to one parent is indicative of attachment to the other in two-parent 
families.  Nakamura et al (2000) found that fathers in their study scored lower 
than mothers on a scale concerned with fostering children’s cognitive 
development.  Grych and Clark (1999) found that fathers’ interactions with 
their babies differed depending on whether or not the mothers worked full 
time.  Fathers whose partners worked part-time or who were not employed 
outside the home were found to be more sensitive and to show more positive 
behaviours towards the infants.   Babies from 77 families were observed at 
four, 12 and 13 months old by Braungart-Rieker et al’s (1999) team in order to 
assess mother- and father-infant attachment.  They found that boys from 
dual-earner families were likely to be strongly attached to their mothers but 
not to their fathers at four months, compared with babies from other family 
types, but these fathers were also likely to be less sensitive and to report less 
marital affection at this time.       
 
In an intervention study, Cullen et al (2000) found that encouraging fathers to 
massage their babies for 15 minutes before bedtime for one month enhanced 
their relationships to the extent that the infants displayed more warmth and 
enjoyment during floor play interactions by the end of the study period.   
 
Slightly older children’s attachments to their mothers and to their fathers were 
explored to expose the key features of young children’s development from a 
dyadic (paired) to an individual organisation of self.  Suess et al (1992) found 
that girls’ competence in specific areas, behaviour problems, and ability to 
resolve conflict were related to their attachment to their mothers, but this was 
not found to be the case for boys, although overall competence was linked to 
attachment to mothers for all the children.  When shown cartoons and asked 
about the intentions of the characters, children with insecure attachment 
histories were more likely to attribute negative intentions than positive.        
 
Further research (Kornharber and Marcos 2000) indicates that from as young 
as two years of age children are able to adjust the ways in which they 
communicate with mothers and fathers.  Fathers were observed to produce 
more messages related to telling children what to do and task performance 
than did mothers.     
 
Teenage fathers were found to be often confused about childcare and their 
problems were exacerbated by financial worries, even where they showed 
strong interest and involvement in their babies (Rhein et al 1997).  In these 
conditions the fathers were likely to become disinterested and subsequently 
disengaged.  Yet in another study (Cutrona et al 1998) longitudinal data were 
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collected about adolescent parenthood and where both partners were in an 
affectionate, intimate and supportive relationship six weeks after delivery, the 
fathers of their babies were more likely to remain involved.  Further, when the 
relationship remained stable during the baby’s first and second years, the 
infants’ doctors were less likely to report injuries, or investigations of abuse 
and neglect.  However, the team found that fathers were more likely to stay 
involved when the mothers’ lives were free of stressful events, indicating a 
delicate web of interlinked sensitivities and potential stresses.      
 
Home observations by Volling and Belsky (1992) have demonstrated how the 
mother-firstborn and father-firstborn attachments can have an enduring effect 
on the quality of (subsequent) sibling relationships.  Within the family, children 
over two years of age are more likely to show dramatic decreases in their 
attachment security on the birth of a brother or sister, compared with younger 
firstborns (Teti et al 1996). This research team also found that the levels of 
stress due to other factors, such as marital disharmony or maternal 
psychiatric illness, were also implicated in the children’s reactions.      
 
We indicated earlier that Herbert and Carpenter (Herbert 1994; Herbert and 
Carpenter 1994; Carpenter 1997) have alerted the field to the ways in which 
fathers of children born with identifiable special needs are often excluded 
from the circle of concern.  There are also implications for siblings, which are 
summarised in Carpenter (1997).  Like the children described earlier whose 
families involved them in discussions about a new baby, the brothers and 
sisters of babies with special needs benefit from such involvement.  They may 
feel isolated, guilty or resentful, despite the existence of positive benefits 
attached to the birth of the new baby.  Other implications for these siblings 
include possible changes of care-givers, because parents may need extra 
time with the new baby, or to attend hospital appointments, for example.     
 
Dunn’s early research (1984) on siblings points to other studies where initial 
ambivalence towards a new baby brother or sister is common.  Dunn goes on 
to provide evidence for the mix of positive and negative encounters siblings 
experience with each other during these early years – quarrelling and fighting, 
loving, caring for and comforting.  We know from other contemporary cultures, 
where it is still common practice for children as young as three to be given 
responsibility for a younger baby, that these children, together with children 
we know and Dunn’s research participants, are already able to adapt the way 
they behave and talk.  For example, they use terms of endearment towards 
the baby that parents, grandparents and other significant adults have 
modelled.   
 
Dunn’s research also cites examples of the ‘babies’ teasing or comforting the 
older child, evidence of their ability to empathise.  ‘What is particularly notable 
is that some of the second-born children, as young as fourteen, fifteen or 
sixteen months, attempted to comfort their older siblings.’ (Dunn 1984: 23).    
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Dunn reports that sisters and brothers fight with each other much more 
frequently than with other children outside the home – the incidence for boys 
being roughly equal to that with peers but for girls far higher with brothers and 
sisters.  According to Dunn, one should be wary of assuming too much about 
rivalry and jealousy from such conflicts, and parents need not blame 
themselves.  She states, ‘Siblings don’t choose to spend their early lives 
together – they are forced to live together.  We shouldn’t be surprised if in 
some cases they find it very difficult to get along…’ (Dunn 1984: 106).  Later 
she argues, ‘It is because they understand their siblings so well and because 
they feel so strongly about them, that their relationship is so significant and so 
revealing.’ (Dunn 1984: 144).   
    
Belonging in an Early Childhood Education and Care setting  
Belonging may be defined differently in different cultures and communities.  
There may be traditions, which have been developed over time to bind 
communities together, and they may mean that individuals are not as 
important as the whole collective.  Rosenthal (2000) suggests parents and 
practitioners in individualistic societies will have different expectations from 
those in collectivistic societies and that the dominant cultural constructions of 
early childhood impact on the practices used to socialise babies and young 
children.  While exploring approaches to early literacy in a cross-cultural 
study, David et al (2000) found that in France babies are regarded as citizens 
from birth, they ‘belong’ to a community and that parental and societal 
expectations – of both children and of the state – are reflected in ECEC 
provision and practices.  Similarly, Moss (1990) reviewing policy in Sweden, 
found that children are regarded as the responsibility of the whole society, not 
the private or sole responsibility of their parents.  However, Gauthier (1996), 
reviewing family policy, argued that the UK and USA have traditionally had 
laissez faire policies which have endorsed the idea that unless parents are 
defined as inadequate in some way, the state does not intervene in how they 
treat their children, but nor does it provide much support.  Recently 
Government policies are promoting the development of ECEC services, 
including provision for children from birth to three years and clearly it is 
important that children’s well-being is at the heart of these developments.      
 
Elfer et al (2002) discuss the difficulties staff in group settings face when they 
attempt to achieve close relationships with babies and young children.  There 
are issues relating to shifts, holidays, children in different age bands being 
afforded new and different experiences, not to mention staff changes due to 
promotion or family circumstances, for example.  While Dahlberg et al (1999) 
argue that one should not create ‘false closeness’, they also add there should 
be a concept of intensity of relationships, meaning a complex network 
connecting not only people – the adults and other children in the setting – but 
also the environment itself and the shared activities.  Perhaps what needs to 
be avoided is possessiveness rather than intimate, loving relationships which 
are mutually enjoyable for the adults and children involved, because babies 
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and young children seem to thrive in ECEC settings where they experience 
such relationships and where there is continuity of care giving (Rutter 1995).          
 
Attendance at an ECEC setting also affords babies and young children 
opportunities to be with other young children and to make friends (Smith et al 
2000).  Young children’s friendships may be subject to family mobility but, 
where family location is stable children, they do have friendships for much 
longer than used to be thought possible.  Dunn (1993) cites a number of 
studies including her own which indicate that children aged only four had 
friendships as long standing as two years, so these friendships had begun 
when the children were about two years old.  Further, according to Dunn, 
young children spend more time talking with, arguing (and making up) with 
their friends than they do with children who are not their friends, but they are 
unable to articulate what is special about their relationship.  They will usually 
just say that they play together.   Friends are clearly very important, for as 
Howes (1987) showed, children who made transitions in daycare with friends 
fared better than those who lost their friends at that time.  Dunn (1993) found 
that children whose friends changed daycare settings with them remembered 
that it was the presence of those friends that made them feel happy there.  
 
In addition, Dunn looked at the possible links between children’s attachments 
with family members – principally their mothers – and those with their friends.  
She found, surprisingly, that there was no evidence of an association 
between children’s expressions of emotion with their mothers (either positive 
or negative) and their interactions with their friends.  However, she also found 
that children from families where there were frequent family arguments and 
outbursts of anger were unable to reason with their friends when disputes 
arose.  Most importantly, children who enjoyed high levels of involvement with 
their mothers were more likely to compromise and be conciliatory with friends, 
to enter elaborate shared fantasy play bouts and conversations.   
 
One could surmise that the early close relationships and the mothers’ 
modelling helped these children learn how to get on with other children, to 
solve disputes without being unreasonable, and that similar interactions with 
and modelling by a practitioner can have the same effect.  In fact, Sally 
Lubeck (1986) whose qualitative research detailed the events relating to 
children in two preschool groups, found that children in a setting where the 
three members of a staff team modelled positive, supportive, cooperative 
behaviour with each other, the children showed more of these behaviours 
than in a setting where staff did not behave in this way.              
 
The findings from research examining children’s adjustment to ECEC settings 
are mixed. Deater-Deckard et al (1996) claim that children’s behavioural 
adjustment is more closely linked to home environment factors than the 
quality rating awarded their daycare setting.  However, when Howes et al 
(1994) explored the ways in which a child’s relationship with a practitioner 
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affected their relationship with their peers, they found that young children who 
felt secure with their educarer displayed complex play with peers and were 
gregarious.  Those who were dependent on the adult were, however, 
withdrawn from their peers and hostile and aggressive towards them.  Where 
practitioners encouraged and modelled socialisation, the children seemed to 
demonstrate greater acceptance of each other.  The same research team 
(Howes et al 1994a) had also found that children’s social competence with 
peers and their relationship with their educator at 4 years of age, were both 
related to their relationship with their first educarer.  In Sweden Broberg et al 
(1997) found that the children’s cognitive abilities at age 8 could have been 
predicted from the quality of the out-of-home care (in centres or with 
childminders) they attended.  Their research involved 87 children aged 
between 16 and 19 months at the start of the project, whom they tracked 
through at least 36 months of attendance at a daycare setting and on into 
primary school.  ‘Quality’ is a value-laden concept, which makes 
comparisons, particularly those across national or cultural boundaries, difficult 
to interpret.  It is possible that the differences in these findings may reflect the 
contexts in which the studies were carried out but they may also indicate that 
some children need extra support from practitioners in becoming a member of 
the setting’s community – in ‘belonging ‘ there.  Perhaps some individual 
practitioners and some national systems take greater pains to ensure 
inclusion.    
 
Sadly, McGuire (1991) found that nursery staff often failed to give the 
additional attention a withdrawn child needed to help them become a member 
of the group, or to be engaged in play activities – since during her 
observations these children were found to spend more time than others 
apparently unoccupied. 
 
Further research projects, which can provide pointers to children’s sense of 
belonging in an ECEC setting, are those concerned with young children’s 
conflicts.  The findings from these observational studies suggest that such 
episodes help young children to learn the cognitive skill of ‘standing in 
someone else’s shoes’, to think in terms of multiple attributes and to 
recognise the consequences of their actions (Sims et al 1997; Singer 2001).  
The ways in which adults manage such episodes can help children develop 
effective conflict resolution strategies.  Sometimes, allowing children space 
and time, in a supportive and safe atmosphere, means they resolve their own 
conflicts without adult interference (Singer 2001).  Children who learn to 
resolve conflicts successfully develop interpersonal skills, becoming more 
popular and interacting with their peers more effectively.       
 
Further messages for practitioners can be found in the detailed qualitative 
research by Anning (1999).  This research focused on parents’ and 
educators’ interpretations of children’s meaning making in a group setting.  
While the children in her study were already three years old, Anning argues 




